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They're going to drive me mad, thinks Marilla.
The young elf-girl has been sitting as politely as she can in the corner of the Saint's chambers for a long time, quite a long time, it must surely have been a hundred hours, a hundred days, years, she'd bet.  That she's managed to keep from toppling over out of sheer starvation is an amazement to her, but the wonder of her own survival does nothing to speed the creeping minutes.
At first, she had been beside herself with excitement with the thought of visiting the Saint's chambers, of glimpsing some corner of his private life.  Even her Uncle Blaine's near-panicked instructions, repeated every thirty seconds or so ("Be polite! Hold your tongue!  And for heaven's sake don't touch anything!") had failed to dampen her enthusiasm-- after all, she was not yet even an apprentice Maker, and here she was, an honored guest of the being in whose service all the Makers labored with near-fanatical devotion.
Her first moments in his presence were every bit as exciting as she had daydreamed.  He was all that the other Makers said-- immense in both body and voice, and the twinkle in his eye when he welcomed her left her convinced that he knew everything about her, and liked it all, too.  When she had recited her carefully memorized and formal greeting, she felt his low chuckle travel through the air and into her tummy, where it spun and sparkled, as though a hundred smiles were being born inside her, bubbling up until the one closest to the top burst forth onto her face, a tiny grin beaming up into the Saint's mammoth, bearded happiness.  With some sleight of hand the Saint had suddenly held a plate of cookies and a mug of cider, which he pressed into the wondering Marilla's eager hands, leading her to a wooden stool in the corner of the chamber.
It was shortly thereafter that the boredom set in.
Oh, the cookies were delicious, and the cider was sweet and spicy and warm… but they were both soon gone, and what then?  The chamber, about which Marilla had thought non-stop since learning she would be visiting, was a colossal disappointment.   Its walls were bare, as was the floor.  There were two very comfortable-looking chairs (which were of course for the Saint and for her Uncle Blaine) and the little stool on which Marilla now found herself… and that was all.  No pictures, no windows, no knick-knacks-- just the walls, the floor, the chairs, the hard little stool and the fireplace, whose crackling flames provided only a moment's diversion. Marilla supposed that it was good that there was no clock, or else her boredom might have been worsened by knowledge of its duration.
It might have been better if the they had at least spoken, even about those sorts of things which never really interest a youngster-- matters of business, of productivity and timetables and so on-- because that at least would have been something.  She would have been able to absorb more of the Saint's amazing voice, to study each smiling word, turning it in the firelight to see it shine….  
But no. There was no talking, no discussion of business or of anything else, not in the beginning, and not now.  There is only the crackling of the fire and a silence between them which, as the afternoon stretches further and further, moves Marilla from boredom to outright discomfort.  She shifts on the unyielding wood of the stool, which seems to grow harder by the second.   She cannot get comfortable, and her discomfort is the only thing to think about, and it grows worse and worse, racing with her boredom to see which will be the first to drive Marilla crazy. 
At length, she sighs.  
Oh dear.
It is a very small sigh, but it seems as loud as thunder in the silent chamber, and Marilla drops her eyes, instantly ashamed, for she has promised her uncle that she shall behave properly, and to voice one's boredom so audibly is far from proper. The Saint's head twitches in surprise, and she is certain that he will be angry with her until she looks up to see him,  smiling his can-you-believe-how-funny-the-world-is? smile.  She feels certain that he understands.  Uncle Blaine, on the other hand,  stiffens, angry or startled or worried or all three.  The Saint asks her "Is something the matter, child?"
Marilla glances at Uncle Blaine, who seems to be trying as hard as he can to send some sort of answer to her through the air, and she knows that the answer is supposed to be something like "Not at all, sir, I humbly beg your pardon," or some similarly polite deflection, but she is not yet versed in the dishonesties of adult interaction, so she simply shrugs and says "It's just that you're both so quiet.  I thought you were friends."
Uncle Blaine looks as though he might faint, but the Saint's eyes widen and he shakes with a laugh which rolls over the chamber like warm honey.  He leans in and asks her "What makes you think we're not?"
Again she shrugs.  "I thought friends always have lots to talk about."
Uncle Blaine, apparently tired of being left out of the conversation, pipes up.  "It's been often said that the very closest of friends are those friends with whom one may enjoy a lengthy silence."
Marilla isn't too sure about this.  "Well, then, you must be super-ultra-best friends to be quiet for that long."  She expects more argument, or to be told to mind her place, but to her surprise now both of them are laughing-- the Saint with his rumbling earthquake of a chuckle, and yes, even her Uncle Blaine is snickering quietly behind his delicate hand.  Made bold by this success, she ventures a question:  "How long have you known each other?"  At this, the two glance at one another, eyebrows raised, as though quietly debating how to answer this. 
The Saint speaks first: "Do you know the great spruce which stands just outside the western entrance?"
Marilla nods. "The gigantic one, the one that reaches the sky?  Everyone knows that tree."
The Saint is smiling, having expected this answer.  "Well, then-- to give you some idea, your Uncle Blaine and I planted that very tree to mark our first hundred years of working together."  He chuckles again as her eyes grow wide in an attempt to make sense of such a big idea, and he scoots a bit closer to continue.  "You see, many hundreds of years ago…"
************************
Many hundreds of years ago, there lived among the humans a race of beings which the humans called by many names-- some called them the Cobble-folk or Weavers, or Shapers, and found them pleasant and worthy, while others called them Gremlins or Imps or Pixies and found them distasteful and even frightening.
(at this, Uncle Blaine snorts, but the Saint continues:)
You may wonder why the exact same folk could be thought worthy by some humans and terrible by others.  How can it be, eh?  Ho-ho!  It had to do with the folks' singular talent, which was and is the talent for making.  You are still young and learning your folks' history and its ways, but you must surely know that there exist no finer Makers in all the world.  

A Master Maker can render almost anything from almost any resource… and of course the finer the starting materials, well then-- the finer the final product.  A Master Maker might, from a simple stick, carve a perfect flute.  Give that same maker a large enough piece of timber-- say, a full-grown oak tree-- and within a day he'll have made a perfect home, with individual rooms and furniture and even plumbing, and all wrought from that single tree.   It's not exaggeration to say that a Master Maker can make anything.  Why, I've seen your uncle here make a telescope from an old can and a spoonful of sand-- and that telescope could see so far that it could see the future!  
Ah, I see the question growing in your eyes: If the Makers are so wonderful, why did some humans fear them?  It was because humans fear the unpredictable, hm?  Ho-ho! Humans like things to be arranged, indeed they do, they like to pretend that they know what's going to happen next.  They schedule thousand-mile trips to end at a particular time, right down to the minute!  They tell millions of their fellows what the weather will do tomorrow-- as though they knew!  But that's the key, pretending to know, they like to think they know everything, because admitting that they don't know frightens them.  And of course Makers in their midst were a perfect recipe for fear, because with a Maker around, one never knows what will happen next… and whatever it will be will surprise and often, it will perplex and even anger.  Because Makers, after all, are not perfect.
(Marilla glances at her Uncle Blaine, who has merely raised an eyebrow at what she thinks must be a very old difference of opinion. The Saint repeats himself:)
No, they're not.  Oh, of course they're perfect when it comes to making--and so shall you be someday-- but their problem is in knowing what to make.  You see, Makers are always making, they can't help themselves.  Look at what you've done there….
(..and Marissa notes with surprise that at some point since her arrival, her hands have woven a few fraying threads of her dress into a beautifully intricate braid.)
You see?  Ho-ho!  It's your nature, the nature of all your folk, and it's a miraculous gift… but it can also cause problems, for there are times when people don't want something made into something else, hm?  In the days when your folk still lived among the humans, one of your great-fathers might have glanced into some human's back garden and seen the most amazing collection of colors and textures fluttering in the breeze, and he wouldn't have been able to help himself-- he'd have begun working and within a few moments he might have made a splendid kite, or a sail for a ship.  The problem is that the person who owned these materials wouldn't have wanted a kite or a sail, she would have wanted her clean laundry back where she'd hung it!  A jewelry box is a lovely thing, but not when it's taken the place of firewood which was set aside to keep a family warm. 
Everywhere it was thus, with Makers transforming humans' things into beautiful objects which the humans didn't want-- your folk had no instinct for knowing what was needed, nor wanted, nor when.  Making is like a fever with them, and like any other fever, the humans thought it should be cured… but of course, one's nature is quite beyond curing, and the makers could not be cured  of making.  And so your folk moved away from the human lands, moving further and further north until at last they reached the pole.  Humans think of the pole as a desolate, frozen wasteland, and for them it is… but for your folk, it is a place made of endlessly workable materials.  Ice can be shaped to be almost anything, and when one can shape of the earth itself, all sorts of metals and gemstones can be brought to hand, and the earth's heat itself can warm your folk and fire their kilns and furnaces.  Earth, wind, fire and water, all are in abundance at the pole for a folk as clever as yours.  But they still didn't know what they should make.
**********
At this point, her Uncle Blaine clears his throat and says, in his always-formal tone, "I'm afraid that our Master, in his enthusiasm for the tale, is forgetting the rather more important side of things.  If I may be so bold….?" and he looks toward The Saint, who is grinning and who makes a by-all-means sort of gesture, to which Blaine nods, and continues.  "Long ago, there lived a very confused young fellow……."
*********
Long ago, there lived a very confused young fellow who was known to his fellow men as Nicholas, or sometimes, Nicholas the Insistent.  The lad was convinced he had been born with a great gift, and he had no qualms about saying so to anyone who might be close enough to hear, or to the very air itself if no one was about.  The interesting thing was, he had no idea what this gift might be.
(Marilla glances at The Saint, who is chucking and nodding.)
His reasons for his faith in his own greatness will never be known-- perhaps he had heard enough heroes tales to decide that he, too, would be a hero someday, or perhaps he was simply a lunatic who ought to have been locked up… but boys are often seized by such strange ideas, and the people around him learned to simply accept his announcements of a great future for himself.  "I shall work miracles!" he would announce, "as soon as I learn my gift!  All I need is to figure it out."  As though talent were something to solved, like a puzzle or a problem of arithmetic!  
It is a burdensome thing, to know that you are special and to not know why.  (Of course, people are special simply because they are, but this Nicholas fellow had no time for philosophy.)  He became convinced that there was a single idea which would reveal everything else to him,  that there was a single thing which would unlock himself to himself.  Did he need an object, the way a poet needs a pen?  Did he need a partner, the way a rider needs his horse?  He would spend hours walking the woodlands and the fields, questioning every creature and flower:  "What am I missing? What do I need?"
As a part of his search, he undertook a great many jobs, in the hopes of hitting upon the thing he was missing.  There was almost no task at which he did not try his hand-- farming, baking, sailing, music, painting, politics, anything you can think of.  He tried them all-- and he was terrible at all of them.  It was hard to say which was worse-- his utter lack of skill at anything he tried, or the way he would move on almost immediately when things didn't work out.  He would begin a job by announcing that he had come to discover his gift-- which did not endear him to his new fellows-- and then he would leave almost as quickly as he had come, his only apology coming in the form of a brief announcement that this was obviously a wrong turn in the road of his life and that he would have to be leaving.  His co-workers might have become angry at this, but he always made such a mess of things in his short time among them that they were generally relieved to see him go.  
There came an afternoon when he sat dejected on the roadside, having just left a job in which he had tried to learn something of the science of metal-work.  He had ruined several ounces of fine silver, and had made a great many people angry, and now he sat, muttering quietly to himself "What do I need?  What do I need?" when along came a tinker, with a cart full of ill-made wares and a bad mood to go with them, and he grumbled at the lad "What do I care for your needs, I have needs of my own, and I know as little of them as I do of yours!"  
The young fellow barely glanced at the tinker before giving a small chuckle and saying "You need a song, of course."
The tinker sneered.  "A song?  I'm no musician, boy, I'm a tinker, what needs a tinker with a song?"
The young fellow wasn't bothered by the Tinker's mood.  He knew what he knew, and the tinker's cart made everything clear.  "Your work goes too slowly, and there's no rhythm to it, for there's no smoothness in the finished product.  A song will gentle your work and your mood, old man, and you'll get more done and enjoy it more, too."
The tinker sneered again, but with a germ of interest, and asked "Well then, genius, why don't you give me such a song?"
The young fellow shook his head. " I'm no musician either.  I'm sure to be something, but I haven't found what."  
With that, the tinker shook his head in frustration and continued on his way…. but before he had gone far down the road, he remembered a song from his youth, and began humming it.  He reached the next town much earlier than he had thought he would, because the song had helped him keep a steady pace.  Upon arrival he began to work, still humming the song.  His work flew smoothly, and his soft humming and singing made him more pleasant, and people stopped by his cart to say hello without quite knowing why, and as often as not bought something.  And the tinker understood that the young fellow had known exactly what he needed.
Meanwhile, young Nicholas continued to sit, muttering "What do I need, whatever do I need?" and along came a painter of portraits, who suddenly stopped, threw his canvasses into the road and cried out "My work is a disaster, and I cannot see why!"  The young man gave but a glance at the closest painting and said "Your work is unbalanced, you need a mirror. If you held it to a mirror from time to time you would see where you are going wrong and be able to correct it."  
The painter  gaped at him, but already felt the stirrings you feel when you know you've been given a truth long sought.  "Do you have a mirror you might give me, sir?" he asked, but Nicholas could only shake his head. "I am not a glass-wright, sir.  I'm sure to be something, but I haven't found what." And the painter quickly picked up his paintings and hurried away…. and that very day he bought with the last of his money a large mirror, and with it he saw where his newest work was going awry, and he was able to easily correct the mistake, and he understood that the young man had known exactly what he needed.  
(The Saint is chortling and shaking his head and Blaine's eyebrows arch and he asks "Is there something you would like to add, sir?" and Saint raises his hands, "No, no, it gets more interesting with each telling, I can't wait to hear what happens next!" and with a harumph Blaine continues.)
At length, there came along the road a small family of Makers, who had been commanded to leave the town because their fine and clever work was unappreciated by the witless humans who lived there.  They passed by the young fellow, not paying any heed to his desperate mumbling about what he needs, but the youngest Maker tugged at his father's coat and said "Ask him, Father, before they chase us again?"
At this, young Nicholas looked up at them… 
("and smiled," added the Saint, "for he had always been fond of makers."  Blaine sniffs judiciously and says "If I may?" and the Saint grins and nods.)
Young Nicholas looked up and asked "What troubles you, friends?"  
The father looked uncertain, but his son spoke up "We have been told to leave town, and we would like to join our fellow makers to the north, but we cannot find the way and we're walking in circles and we dare not come back to town again!"
(Marilla cannot contain herself. "The boy was you, wasn't he, Uncle Blaine!" and the Saint laughs, and Blaine asks, with overblown exasperation, "If I say it was, may we please cease these constant interruptions?" and the Saint winks at her, and nods,  and she settles back, satisfied.)
Young Nicholas said "I have traveled all over trying to learn what I'm for, and I have been to the North.  What you need is a guide, and I will show you the way."  And so they set off, traveling at a good pace for several days… and along the way, something interesting happened.  They frequently met fellow travelers, and these travelers were usually troubled by one problem or another-- but in every instance, Nicholas knew what they needed, and the Makers were able to quickly make it.  They made everything from false teeth to wedding gifts, and one occasion, a woman whose lifelong back pain been eased by the making of a clever girdle cried out "You makers must be angels, and you, sir, are a Saint!"  And the family of Makers took to calling the young fellow "Saint Nicholas" and he did not seem to mind.
Traveling together always reveals the heart, and there came the day when the young Maker boy asked Saint Nicholas "Why do you always seem so lost in thought?" and Nicholas once again told the story of his quest for his purpose in life, and his belief that he needed only one glimmer of insight to know in which direction this purpose might lie.

The young Maker was wide eyed, for it was so obvious to him-- children often see clearly what their elders cannot--  and he said "But surely, Saint Nicholas, your great gift is the gift of knowing what people need!"
Nicholas smiled and asked "But if that is so, why can I not even say what I myself need?" and the young Maker, who was a terribly clever chap, said "Because we are not here to worry about ourselves.  Do this, saint: Look within your heart  and tell me, when you think about my folk, all of the Makers who have fled to the northlands, who live without any true purpose,  what do you think we need?"  And Nicholas pondered it, and soon began to smile, and the smile became a laugh, and the laugh grew and grew and until it rolled and rumbled like thunder and as everyone stared to see what had moved him so, he raised his arms to the sky and cried out "ME!"
****
Marilla looks at them both carefully.  She speaks slowly. "Sooo….. The young Nicholas… I mean, you, sir…. is here to say what people need… and we Makers are here to make it for you?"
The Saint smiles, nodding, raising a single finger in tiny correction. "Not for me, child. For them.   Of course, it's taken a long time to get the operation running smoothly.  It's a big world, after all, and filled with people."
"Yes," interjects Blaine, "but a certain young Maker was able to work with The Saint and solve most of the problems.  When he needed to be able to be in many places at once, we fashioned from the ice a very special set of mirrors, which send thousands of reflections in all directions, and not just hollow images, but reflections that can talk and listen."
"Yes indeed!" agrees The Saint. "And you've heard about the flying reindeer, but they aren't really flying-- that same clever Maker built what I call the "What If" sleigh-- a sleigh which constantly answers the question "What if the ground were a few feet higher?"  
"And so this is how you're able to give everyone the things they want?" Marilla asks excitedly, but both Blaine and The Saint seem concerned to hear this.  
"It isn't so much about wanting…." muses The Saint.  "It's need.  Other people, parents and loved ones, can usually take care of satisfying want… or not, for wanting is sometimes better than having.  But need…"
"Needs must be met," says Blaine firmly.  "You'd be surprised how often our work involves the creation of a tool, or something else which helps a talent grow.  We do not work to help people be content, for contentment too often leads to sloth.  We are here to help people be happy, by making the things that will help them be what they are supposed to be."
"We aren't yet able to do it for every person every year," hastens the Saint, "but I am always pleased with what we're able to do.  Particularly this fellow here.  In fact," he says, rumbling to his feet, "I believe a toast is in order: To my good friend Blaine the Maker, who knew what I was for and who wasn't afraid to say so."
Blaine stands as well, lifting his glass. "And to my friend, Saint Nicholas, who gives my people a purpose, which is the most important thing anyone can ever give."
Marilla watches them as they smile at one another, drinking from their glasses…. and the little chamber is no longer empty at all-- it is fairly bursting with the possibility of a thousand futures, every one of them warm and rich and brimful with the simple joys of every manner of gift.
